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Introduction

The terms under which Barack Obama won the presidency, the conditions under which he governs, and the circumstances under which he seeks reelection all display the haunting persistence of the color line. Many prophesied or prayed that his election heralded a postracial America. But everything about Obama is widely, insistently, almost unavoidably interpreted through the prism of race—his appearance (light-skinned), his demeanor (not an angry black man), his diction (“articulate,” “no Negro dialect”), his spouse (dark-skinned), the support he enjoys (anchored by blacks), the opposition he encounters (constituted overwhelmingly by whites).

For Obama himself, the consciousness of race is ever-present. It was evident on Election Night when he remarked on the miraculousness of an African American winning the White House. It was evident at the inauguration when he alluded to the fact that, during his father’s lifetime, bigotry denied blacks service in Washington, D.C., restaurants. It was evident at the press conference of December 7, 2010, when, defending hotly disputed tax legislation, he maintained that compromise was central to America, including the Founding Fathers’ compromise with slavery—a bargain that some thoughtful observers have condemned as immoral.*

There was a time—now it seems long ago—when it appeared, momentarily, that America had taken a giant stride toward redemption. After all, the electorate selected Barack Hussein Obama, a black man, to be president of the United States. The hope, pride, relief, and astonishment generated by this unprecedented event provoked all sorts of optimistic declarations. People who had, in emotional self-defense, habitually eschewed patriotism, now waved American flags enthusiastically. People who had doubted that Americans would ever be able to overcome racial alienation now believed that they could. Expressions of exhilaration produced sounds and scenes reminiscent of reactions to such landmark events as the Emancipation Proclamation, Joe Louis’s victory over Max Schmeling; the “I Have a Dream” speech of Martin Luther King, Jr.; and the landing on the moon.1 Parties erupted featuring such anthems as “Ain’t No Stoppin’ Us Now,” “A Change Is Gonna Come,” and “We’re a Winner.” Strangers danced and cried with one another. People named newborns after the presidentelect. On the day after the election, one of my students at Harvard Law School tearfully declared that in light of Obama’s election she was reconsidering her career plans. His example, she said, made her want to be a better person. A few days later, I received a letter from an inmate of a maximum-security prison in Indiana that said the same thing.

On Election Night one heard repeatedly echoes of Maya Angelou’s statement “I never thought I’d see a black president in the White House in my lifetime.”† Oprah Winfrey exclaimed that Election Night was “the most electrifying” moment she had ever experienced. People commonly remarked that they felt as if they were dreaming. The day after the election, on a Listserv organized by racial-minority law professors, a distinguished black jurist remarked, “When I woke up this morning, I said to my husband, ‘I had the weirdest dream last night. I dreamed that a black man named Barack Hussein Obama became president of the United States. Is that weird or what?’ ”2

Blacks were not the only ones feeling and expressing pent-up emotion. Responding to a column in which the black journalist Eugene Robinson explained why he wept on Election Night, numbers of white readers noted that they, too, had been moved to tears.‡ In an open “Letter to a New Neighbor,” Washingtonian Betsy Karasik poured out feelings of gratitude:


You proved that Americans are not nearly as narrow-minded as most of us believed; that speaking to us adult-to-adult about race trumps playing the race card; that sticking to the issues and taking the high road do not make you a sucker; that being an intellectual is not a liability … and that appealing to the best in people brings out the young, the old, the dissatisfied, minorities and even the opposition in record numbers.3



In newspapers and Web sites people posted messages by the thousands displaying ways in which Obama’s victory deeply moved them. A reader of The Washington Post wrote, “We still have a long way to go to erase the sin of slavery and end racism. But maybe, just maybe, this is the beginning of the end of race as a major issue. Today, I can truly say, God Bless America, and mean it.”4 A reader of The New York Times stated that Obama’s election “does nothing less for me than heal my chronic young boyhood wound of November 22, 1963”—the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. “And also the wounds of Bobby and Martin”—the assassinations of Robert F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr., in the spring of 1968.5 A reader of the Web site Jack & Jill Politics wrote, “This morning I woke up and realized that what I saw last night was not a dream.… I realized I woke up in a new time, in a new era. I woke up in A.B.—After Barack.”6

Euphoric statements made in the grip of the postelection high are painful (and sometimes embarrassing) to recall. Even seasoned observers were swept up by a delusionary millenarianism. Many racial Panglossians, however, have been sobered by realities—the substantial number of Americans who simply refuse to acknowledge Obama’s political legitimacy (for example, the allegation believed by tens of millions that he was born abroad),§ the open contempt displayed by antagonists not only on the airwaves of right-wing talk radio but also in the inner sanctum of Congress (for example, Joe Wilson’s infamous shout of “You lie!”), and the stark polarization that characterizes the racial demographics of support for and opposition to Obama. That the opposition is overwhelmingly white is a fact that no one can reasonably dispute.‖ What is disputed, however, is that racial sentiment is an important ingredient in the opposition. “America has turned the page on race,” wrote a correspondent for The Economist. “The electorate may be divided by race, but no longer mainly because of race.”7

It is, of course, true that there are many potential nonracial reasons for rejecting Obama, including disagreement with his domestic policies (his stance on abortion, financial regulation, immigration, taxation, etc.), foreign policy (his prosecution of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, for instance), and also objections to Obama himself. Even some who formerly supported him enthusiastically have subsequently voiced doubts about his mettle as a leader.8 Racial sentiments, moreover, are devilishly difficult to isolate and quantify in specific instances. In gross, however, the evidence is overwhelming, that racial attitudes affect judgments pervasively—from the administration of justice to support or opposition to social welfare programs, to dating and the marriage market, to employment decisions.a African Americans, for instance, are not only discriminated against in many settings; they are more discriminated against the blacker they are perceived to be.b Against that backdrop, it is wholly implausible to think that racial attitudes would not significantly affect assessments of politicians.

That Obama won the White House in 2008 does not mean that racial prejudice is no longer a potent force in American politics. The political scientists Michael Tesler and David O. Sears argue persuasively that the election of 2008 “was anything but post-racial. Instead, the racial hopes and fear evoked by [Obama’s] potential to become the country’s first black president sharply divided racial conservatives from racial liberals. Public opinion and voting behavior … were considerably more polarized by racial attitudes than at any other time on record.”9 Racial attitudes, they conclude, are “one of the most important determinants of how the American public responded.”10 Racial liberals supported Obama more than they would have backed an ideologically similar white candidate while racial conservatives opposed Obama more than they would have opposed an ideologically similar white candidate. Furthermore, there are some who voted for Obama in 2008 despite their disinclination to vote for a black candidate. It should be unsurprising that they would turn against him more quickly and sharply than they would have done under identical circumstances if he were white.

The 2008 postelection racial euphoria stemmed from an array of sources, including denial of the breadth, depth, and subtlety of racial divisions in American life. Despite the epochal nature of the election, it should have been understood from the outset that something as thoroughly ingrained as American racial prejudice, particularly its antiblack variant, would not suddenly dissipate despite the goodwill effectively summoned by Obama’s skillful campaign.c Much of what he had to surmount in order to win was rooted in America’s racial traumas. He had to overcome doubts lodged deep in the psyches of blacks, some of whom were so afraid of the lengths to which they thought whites would go to prevent the election of a black president that early on they refrained from supporting him, convinced that he would be assassinated if he emerged as a serious contender.d He had to overcome Negrophobia that made it difficult, if not impossible, for some whites to vote in favor of entrusting a black man with the fate of the nation—regardless of the caliber of the white alternatives. A wide variety of biases confronted Obama—from paranoia about his origins and loyalties, to resentment that made a black man’s ambition appear inappropriately “uppity,” to a hypercritical attitude that magnified his perceived missteps, to lowered expectations that revealed the dismal image many observers have when they think of black politicians. When Senator Joseph Biden mused early in the campaign season that Obama was “the first mainstream African American [running for president] who is articulate and bright and clean,”11 he was simply giving voice to a widespread perception. Obama, moreover, had to overcome the taint of a long association with an Afrocentric spiritual adviser whom the country saw screaming from a pulpit “God damn America!” He had to overcome fear that the Democrats would once again “blow” a winnable presidential contest—this time by nominating a candidate who, partly because of his race, would be unable to persuade working-class whites to vote for him. He had to overcome detractors who complained that he is not black enough as well as those who complained that his wife is too black.

That Obama won despite these impediments shows undeniable racial progress. But the presence of these obstacles and the special circumstances under which he prevailed should have counseled caution in interpreting his election as the ultimate racial breakthrough that some saw it as representing. He was helped by the surprising ineptitude of Senator Hillary Clinton’s campaign; a dramatic economic collapse; two unresolved military conflicts; the evident flaws of his elderly Republican opponent, Senator John McCain; the conspicuous unpreparedness of McCain’s running mate, Governor Sarah Palin of Alaska; President George Bush’s discreditation of Republican competency; and a strong electoral tide in favor of Democrats. “Do we honestly believe,” one of my students wrote in the wake of the election, “that, under ‘normal’ circumstances, a black person [can] be elected to the highest office in the land, or do we think [that] this was simply an aberration?”12

Obama did prevail decisively in the Electoral College, winning 365 to 173. He was the first Democrat since Jimmy Carter to win a majority of the popular vote, and his 52 percent take was the largest slice for a Democrat since Lyndon Johnson’s landslide in 1964. Obama also captured a larger share of the white vote than either Al Gore or John Kerry had and beat John McCain 54 percent to 44 percent among whites under thirty.13 Obama lost to McCain, however, in the competition for the white vote overall. While Obama won 95 percent of the black vote, 66 percent of the Latino vote, and 62 percent of the Asian-American vote, he won only 43 percent of the white vote (to McCain’s 55 percent).14 These polarities reflect more than voters’ racial attitudes. They also show ideological preferences, partisan loyalties, perceptions of character, and religious proclivities. Whatever the race of the candidates, whites tend to vote Republican in presidential contests while blacks and other racial minorities tend to vote Democratic. Racial sentiments interact with and influence other dispositions—such as attitudes toward taxation, social-welfare programs, expressions of patriotism, governmental protection of traditionally oppressed groups—that have contributed to a situation in which, by and large, the Democratic Party is a refuge for blacks while the Republican Party is conspicuous in the degree to which blacks are absent from its ranks, especially in presidential elections.e While racial prejudice is not the only explanation for racially distinctive voting patterns, it is indisputably an important one. Surely it is no coincidence that the states in which racial polarization in voting was most stark—Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Georgia, and South Carolina—are also the states with the most infamous histories of racial subjugation.f

This racial differentiation in partisan loyalties is largely rooted in self-conscious decisions made by party leaders. Since the 1960s, ascendant Republicans have chosen to make their party the white man’s party, while ascendant Democrats have chosen to make their party the diversity party.

Obama’s victory was a marvel because nowhere has resistance to the empowerment of racial minorities been more stubborn and intense than in the domain of electoral politics. In the pages that follow I address the way in which, for most of American history, blacks have been snubbed—or worse—when they have run for elective office. On only three occasions have voters selected blacks as United States senators (Edward Brooke in Massachusetts in 1966, Carol Moseley Braun in Illinois in 1992, and Barack Obama in Illinois in 2004), and on only three occasions have they elected blacks as governors (Douglas Wilder in Virginia in 1989 and Deval Patrick in Massachusetts in 2006 and 2010). That is why triumph for Obama seemed so improbable at the outset and, for many, tasted so sweet at the end.

An inflated sense of accomplishment is part of the racial predicament in which Americans find themselves. Electing a black American as president is treated as remarkable. In a sense it is—but only against the backdrop of a long-standing betrayal of democratic principles. When Shirley Chisholm ran for president in 1968, she declined to portray her pioneering candidacy as a reason for celebration. Why should it be such a big deal, she asked, for a black woman to run for the presidency? Forty years later the low expectations to which Chisholm objected were poignantly revealed at the moment of Obama’s victory. When people exclaimed that they never thought that they would live to see the day a black man was elected president, they were indicating how little they expected of their fellow Americans. They were saying that they didn’t anticipate that within their lifetimes a predominantly white electorate would be willing under any circumstances to entrust to a black, any black, the highest office in the land. For many, the joyful tears of November 4, 2008, reflected surprise that a sufficient number of whites would be willing to vote for an African American to enable him to become president. That surprise was founded upon a realistic appreciation of the extent to which the color line has cruelly thwarted talents and aspirations. The tears of Election Night were a reflection of that somber reality.

Nowadays, when Obama’s most loyal and fervent followers are African Americans, it is easy to forget that there was a time, not so long ago, when he had to work hard to persuade blacks to support him. Congressman John Lewis, for example, the iconic representative of the black-freedom struggle of the 1960s, initially backed Hillary Clinton over Obama. The same is true of many other African Americans (including Andrew Young, Maya Angelou, Johnnetta Cole, Vernon Jordan, Calvin Butts III, and Charles Rangel). After the first few caucuses and primaries of the nomination contest, however, black officials, following their constituencies, broke toward Obama overwhelmingly. I will describe how he successfully courted black voters and retains their allegiance.g He does so by identifying himself as a black man, by carrying himself in a dignified manner as the loving spouse of a black woman, by associating himself with struggles for Afro-American empowerment, and by showing that his candidacy was “for real” in the sense that he could garner sufficient support from whites to prevail. I will also consider blacks whom Obama has failed to win over. Among his most vitriolic detractors are black conservatives and leftists whose views warrant a hearing and a response.h

What about the Obama way of dealing with those outside of black America? I will show how he assures them that he appreciates their concerns, that he is devoid of resentment, and that he is able to lead and represent the whole of the American nation. I will compare Obama’s outreach to nonblacks with John F. Kennedy’s outreach to non-Catholics.i Just as JFK had to convince Protestant America that it was safe to put a Catholic in the Oval Office, Obama had to convince white America that it was safe to put a black in the Oval Office. That Obama has had to work so hard to make himself and his family acceptable to white America and that he has had to continue to work so persistently to overcome the perceived burden of his blackness is a sobering lesson.

The presidential contest of 2008 witnessed numerous allegations of racial wrongdoing. Hillary and Bill Clinton were accused of “playing the race card.” So, too, were John McCain and Obama himself. Did any of these figures engage in racial demagoguery? Did all of them? I conclude that there was considerably less racial misconduct in 2008 than much of the election commentary has contended. What is most notable about that election season is not how much racial demagoguery there was but how little. For reasons that are unclear, John McCain refused to pull out all of the racial stops at his disposal in his fight with Obama. He refrained, for example, from revisiting the Obama—Reverend Wright connection though Republican backers and his running mate beseeched him to do so. Moreover, McCain could have done more to create a problem for Obama by calling attention to their differences over the volatile issue of racial affirmative action. McCain could have at least raised the issue, making Obama openly distance himself from affirmative action (thereby disappointing enthusiastic supporters) or openly embrace the policy (thereby alienating hesitant supporters). As it turned out, McCain never seriously broached the matter; remarkably, in three nationally televised presidential debates, the issue of affirmative action never surfaced.

This is not to say that Obama was free of the burden of his blackness, or that opponents did nothing to exploit that “weakness” in his political persona, or that McCain’s forbearance will likely be emulated. Sometimes the racist motivation behind opposition or behind appeals for opposition has been explicit—referring to the president as a “nigger,” portraying him as a monkey or an ape, calling for him to “go back to Africa.” But often the prejudice has been sublimated and expressed via a code that provides a cover of plausible deniability: “He’s not one of ours”; “He’s not like us”; “He’s alien”; “He’s a Muslim”; “He’s a socialist.”

Ever since Obama emerged as a serious contender for the presidency, he has had to contend with racially inflected insinuations questioning his Americanism and patriotism. He has responded by stressing his “normalcy.” Like his predecessors, Obama repeats timeworn versions of the American national narrative—celebratory stories that venerate the Founding Fathers (despite their slaveholding), laud the pioneers who “won” the West (despite their participation in the ethnic cleansing of the Native Americans), and applaud America’s soldiers (despite their involvement, often as draftees, in imperialistic or otherwise misguided ventures). Like his predecessors, Obama sends flowers to commemorate the Confederate war dead.j Like his predecessors, Obama expresses belief in the divinely ordained superiority of the United States. Like his predecessors, Obama proclaims loudly, unreservedly, and often that he loves his country.

There is, however, an alternative opinion that African Americans ought not to love the United States. Holders of this view see African-American patriotism as a pathology akin to the “love” that exploited wives feel toward their battering husbands or that mistreated children feel toward their abusive parents. Often ignored, this tradition attracted a bit of attention during the frenzied controversy over Obama’s association with Reverend Jeremiah Wright. I know this tradition well. My father espoused it. His view of the United States was more unforgiving than that voiced by Reverend Wright. Some will think that my father, too, was “crazy.” They are wrong. He was an intelligent, thoughtful, loving man, who, tragically, had good reason to doubt his government’s allegiance to blacks, and thus to himself. I ruminate on the Wright-Obama controversy through the prism of my father.k

A revealing episode during Obama’s early years as president was his elevation of Sonia Sotomayor to the Supreme Court. This event shed light on several topics, including the rivalry between Democrats and Republicans for the favor of Latinos, the special challenges and advantages that affect people of color in competitions for society’s most coveted positions, and the salient place that racial politics have played in Supreme Court confirmation hearings. I applaud Obama for making a selection that elevates the Latino community while recognizing and utilizing the talents of an able “Nuyorican” jurist. I criticize the president and his nominee, however, for the way in which they handled the confirmation process. Displaying tendencies that are all too likely to be repeated, they needlessly ceded ideological ground to the right, ratifying a model of judging that is appallingly misleading.

Finally, I evaluate the state of the country’s racial situation and Obama’s influence upon it. Americans are deeply confused and conflicted regarding racial strategies and goals. Some Americans insist upon “color blindness” now, demanding an end immediately to all race-conscious selectivity, including programs designed to assist designated racial minorities. Others seek an eventual move to color blindness but believe that a wholesale disregarding of race in allocating opportunities can only be done justly after obstacles stemming from past and present racial wrongdoing have been removed. Still others reject color blindness as a strategy or goal, insisting that a decent respect for pluralism requires recognition of and deference to differences and boundaries that distinguish groups.

Obama provides little in the way of clarification, though some have expected that he would attempt to explicate the great American racial dilemma. This is an expectation that Obama periodically encourages. In his “A More Perfect Union” address, made in the midst of the controversy over his relationship with Reverend Wright, Obama declared that “race is an issue … this nation cannot afford to ignore.”15 Later, during the controversy over his criticism of the (white) police officer who arrested the (black) celebrity-academician Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Obama defended his remarks, saying, “I think that me commenting … and hopefully contributing to constructive … understandings about [racial issues] is part of my portfolio.”16 Actually, though, Obama is loath, at least in public, to expatiate seriously upon racial matters. When forced to do so, his comments are notably vague and unilluminating.

Though President Obama avoids directly confronting racial issues, he inescapably affects America’s racial environment. Without drawing attention to the racial import of what he is doing, Obama consciously promotes racial minorities to high office—as in his appointment of the first Latina justice, the most Asian-American judicial nominees in the country’s history, the first black attorney general, and the first black directors of the Environmental Protection Agency and the National Air and Space Administration. He does not expend political capital vocally defending affirmative action and rejects demands to create explicitly race-targeted programs to address the long-standing problem of disproportionate unemployment among certain racial minorities, particularly blacks. One of the few occasions on which Obama has been publicly challenged by black elected officials involves complaints stemming from frustration with distinctly high levels of unemployment among African Americans and the apparent absence of any concerted effort by the administration to grapple specifically with that problem.17 Obama refuses, however, to conceptualize “minority unemployment” as a discrete issue warranting special treatment apart from the overall treatment of unemployment in general. He insists that by raising the economic fortunes of all, regardless of race, he is necessarily raising the economic fortunes of the black poor who suffer disproportionately in hard times. Sometimes this formulation accords with realities. Sometimes, however, rising fortunes accentuate inequalities, leaving behind those on the bottom or raising them much less than other groups higher on the socioeconomic-political pecking order. Depending on the circumstances, a rising tide might only lift the yachts, stranding the rowboats.l

The president is in overall charge of the enforcement of federal law; the United States Attorneys, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and the Bureau of Prisons report directly to the president’s attorney general. Nothing more increases avoidable misery in black America than wrongheaded policies regarding the criminalization of conduct, the administration of prosecution, and the severity of punishment.


Black men for a quarter century have been five to seven times more likely than white men to be in prison, are much more likely to receive decades-long sentences or life without the possibility of parole, and are much likelier to be on death row.… Blacks in 2005 constituted 12.8 percent of the general population but nearly half of prison inmates and 42 percent of death row residents. About a third of young black men ages twenty to twenty-nine were in prison or jail or on probation or parole on an average day in 2005. [According to some estimates] 32 percent of black baby boys born in 2001 would spend some part of their lives in a state or federal prison.m



The mass-incarceration disaster that so starkly and disproportionately burdens black communities dramatically decreases opportunities for employment, civic engagement, or family life. And nothing more reinforces the stigmatization of African Americans than their pervasive association with imprisonment and recidivism and all of their many dismal consequences. Yet little has been done or will likely be done by the Obama administration to address this massive problem. Challenging the destructive American romance with hyper-punitiveness would be risky for any politician. For Obama, though, the risk would be greater still, since taking a strong stand against mass incarceration would encounter intense opposition, invite association with the most despised sector of colored America, and prompt complaints of racial partiality.n This is a risk that Obama is unwilling to take.

I am not blaming Obama—at least not solely or even mainly. The problems are beyond the capacity of any single person to remedy, even a president. They include a deeply flawed Constitution, prevalent strains of bigotry, and defective institutions, most importantly public schools and the Fourth Estate, that miseducate an appallingly ignorant populace.o The social critic Eric Alterman is correct when he argues that, unless the obstacles that confront liberal reformism are removed, a presidency capable of delivering upon a truly progressive agenda may well be impossible.p

Alas, despite the urgency of the situation, there appears to be no force on the horizon that is capable of implementing the reforms needed. Some rallied to Obama hoping that he would become a transformational figure. Disappointment has ensued. This was inevitable, as promise, with all its imagined potentialities, gave way to performance, with all its unavoidable deficiencies. As the columnist Frank Rich observes:


The Obama of Hope and Change was too tough an act for Obama, a mere chief executive, to follow.… As soon as Inauguration Day turned to night, the real Obama was destined to depreciate like the shiny new luxury car that starts to lose its book value the moment it’s driven off the lot.q



But the sharp decline of Obama’s standing in the eyes of some of his most hopeful and articulate supporters is nonetheless remarkable. “I cannot recall a president,” the commentator Robert Kuttner declares, “who generated so much excitement as a candidate but who turned out to be such a political dud as chief executive.”18 According to Kuttner and like-minded left-liberals, “Obama is a disaster as a crisis president.”r

A major difficulty in assessing Obama is determining his ideological coloration. Is he a liberal-leaning centrist who seduced progressives with gauzy rhetoric about “hope” and “change” (to which they ascribed undue credit partly on the basis of his race and the thrill of experiencing the first black president)? Or is Obama an ardent liberal whose progressive inclinations have been inhibited by terrible foreign and domestic circumstances (the wars and financial meltdown he inherited) and a center-right bloc of the electorate that he (and any presidential contender) must accommodate in order to claim and retain the White House?

Each of these hypotheses captures important facets of the Obama enigma. He was never as liberal as some progressives imagined him to be. Apostles have consistently given his ambiguous rhetoric more of a leftish spin than was ever warranted. A revisiting of Obama’s speeches and writings reveals numerous instances of illusory promises. Moreover, the list of his retreats from progressive commitments is considerable and will undoubtedly grow. In defense of Obama, supporters cite the need for strategic prudence and adaptability. Obama underappreciates, however, that sometimes a political leader can win in the long run by pushing a position (or an appointment) that loses in the short run. Ronald Reagan lost the battle over Robert Bork. But in waging that struggle for judicial conservatism, Reagan won a larger battle by showing fidelity to principle and loyalty to supporters. With Obama, unfortunately, his supporters on the left (champions of the poor, civil libertarians, gay rights activists, organized labor, environmentalists, antiracists) have good reason to worry about the extent to which he will fight to advance or defend their aspirations. Obama’s much-vaunted pragmatism degenerates at key moments into mere expediency, facilitating default on the difficult task of promoting progressive policies and values.

A poignant example of Obama’s struggle to reconcile electoral prudence and progressive idealism is framed by his reactions to antigay policies. On the one hand, Obama insistently supported the repeal of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” (DADT). This was the policy begun during the presidency of Bill Clinton when Congress rebelled against his plan to remove all bars to service by gays and lesbians. A compromise, DADT permitted gays and lesbians to serve in the military as long as they remained closeted. Pursuant to this policy some thirteen thousand people were driven out of the military when their stigmatized orientation became known.

The repeal of DADT would never have come to fruition in December 2010 but for Obama’s careful, persistent, firm, but low-key efforts. For that he is entitled to plaudits. Gay rights activists castigated Obama for declining to support their position more forcefully by, for example, refusing to defend the constitutionality of DADT. But acceding to their wishes might well have alienated the wavering and conflicted moderate and conservative senators whose votes proved decisive. Obama deserves credit for gingerly burying DADT, and a high point of his presidency occurred in the moving statement he delivered upon signing the repeal legislation. Speaking more aspirationally than descriptively, Obama declared, “We are not a nation that says ‘don’t ask, don’t tell.’ We are a nation that says ‘out of many, we are one.’ … We are a nation that believes that all men and women are created equal.”19

On the other hand, with respect to same-sex marriage Obama’s record is troubling. In 1996 as a candidate for the Illinois State Senate, Obama expressed his “unequivocal support for gay marriage.” Back then he addressed the matter straightforwardly: “I favor legalizing same-sex marriages, and would fight efforts to prohibit such marriages.” Subsequently, however, he changed his mind, asserting that while same-sex couples should be able to obtain civil unions, marriage itself should be reserved for only heterosexual couples. “I’m a Christian,” Obama has noted. “And so, although I try not to have my religious beliefs dominate or determine my political views on this issue, I do believe that tradition and my religious beliefs say that marriage is something sanctified between a man and a woman.”20

This is a sad spectacle: the prevarication of a decent politician impelled by his perception of electoral realities to adopt an indecent position with which he disagrees. By opposing same-sex marriage (though he simultaneously opposes legislation that prohibits same-sex marriage), Obama espouses a policy that invidiously discriminates against a vulnerable minority by wrongly preventing gays and lesbians from expressing their love for one another through matrimony.21 By supporting the heterosexual monopoly of marriage, Obama throws his weight behind the continued oppression of gays and lesbians.

Then there is the cynical—I am tempted to say blasphemous—character of Obama’s cover story. It requires a suspension of disbelief to think that he is sincere when he points to “religious beliefs” (that he never identifies specifically) as the basis for his position. Much more likely is that he simply came to predict that supporting same-sex marriage would cost him too many votes as he climbed the political ladder from local to statewide to nationwide office. Obama’s purported “religious beliefs” have a remarkable character: they fit almost perfectly with the political profile that, in his view, best advances his electoral ambitions. One might have thought that on some contested cultural issue—abortion, capital punishment, sexual orientation—his “religious beliefs,” if authentic, would pose a problem for his politics. But that is not so. His “religious beliefs” fit with such uniform snugness into his electoral strategy that I doubt their authenticity. They are, themselves, little more than another tool.

If Obama’s religious beliefs really did determine his stance on same-sex marriage, there is still the problem of retrograde religiosity. After all, religious beliefs have caused or been deployed to justify all sorts of horrible practices, including slavery and segregation.22 Obama has repeatedly referred to the fact that when his white mother and black father gave birth to him, a score of states still criminalized marriage across the race line. It was only in 1967 that the United States Supreme Court tardily invalidated state antimiscegenations laws. “Religious beliefs” were often cited by white supremacists as a justification for such laws. In the late 1950s, when a judge sentenced a white man and a black woman for marrying in violation of Virginia’s antimiscegenation law, he made reference to “religious beliefs,” declaring:


Almighty God created the races white, black, yellow, malay, and red, and he placed them on different continents. And but for the interference with [God’s] arrangement there would be no cause for such marriages. The fact that he separated the races shows that he did not intend for the races to mix.23



One may safely presume that President Obama rejects this “religious belief.” It would be good to hear him justify, or even merely clarify, the “religious beliefs” that prompt him to reject the right of same-sex couples to marry. Professor Geoffrey Stone of the University of Chicago Law School is correct in stating, “Surely, [Obama] owes the American people a candid and reasoned explanation of his position. This is, after all, one of the most profound civil rights issues [with which] our nation is grappling.”24

Part of the problem may be that Obama does not really feel that gay marriage implicates a “profound” civil-rights issue—though distinguishing sincere sentiments from mere public relations, always a difficult undertaking, is especially trying here. During his campaign for the presidency, at a debate sponsored by the Human Rights Campaign (an organization advocating the legalization of same-sex marriage), Obama remarked:


Look, when my parents got married in 1961 it would have been illegal for them to be married in a number of states in the South. So obviously, this is something that I understand intimately, it’s something that I care about. But if I were advising the civil rights movement back in 1961 about its approach to civil rights, I would have probably said it’s less important that we focus on an anti-miscegenation law than we focus on a voting rights law and a non-discrimination and employment law and all the legal rights that are conferred by the state. Now, it’s not for me to suggest that you shouldn’t be troubled by these issues. But my job as president is going to be to make sure that the legal rights that have consequences on a day to day basis [are available] for loving same sex couples all across the country.25



Obama apparently does not believe that denying gay couples the validation of marriage violates their right to equality before the law so long as they have equal access to the tangible benefits of marriage “that have consequences on a day to day basis.”t In saying this, Obama is reminiscent of an ambivalent defender of de jure racial segregation in its final phase, when officials, under pressure, acquiesced to putting black and white students in the same building for instruction but insisted on doing something, anything—for instance, assigning blacks to a certain location in a classroom—to signify the continuation of racial hierarchy.u That the nation’s first black president defends separate but equal in the context of same-gender intimacy is bitterly ironic.v

Obama has failed (thus far) to attack homophobia in law—formal invidious discriminations against gays and lesbians—with the unflinching resolve that such bigotry should attract. In positing this critique I do not measure Obama against a moral baseline outside of the domain of electoral politics. I do not reproach him because he is no Martin Luther King, Jr. Of course he isn’t!w He is a politician seeking to lead and govern a massive, complex, dysfunctional democracy that has long suppressed the racial group with which he is affiliated. I assess Obama in terms of his role as an electoral politician. Moreover, in evaluating Obama, I keep in mind the records of his predecessors. Many comparisons have been made between Obama and Franklin Delano Roosevelt, usually at the expense of the former. When exploring that comparison, it should be recalled that FDR played a major role in the moral disaster of Japanese-American internment during World War II, tolerated Jim Crow segregation, and declined to push hard for federal antilynching legislation, fearful that doing so would put at risk reformist measures that required the support (or at least the acquiescence) of militant white supremacists. I am critical of FDR because, despite the limits within which he worked, he could have and should have done more to challenge the racist orthodoxy of his time. I am critical of Obama for the same reason: taking due account of the constraints upon him, he could and should be doing more to challenge the heterosexist orthodoxy of this era.

My claim is by no means irrefutable. Opposition to gay marriage remains widespread. It is intense, moreover, in locales such as Ohio and Florida that are pivotal in close presidential elections.x It seems, though, that excessive cautiousness has led Obama to underestimate the alacrity with which the idea of equality regardless of sexual orientation has gained ground. Obama has been more conservative than regard for public opinion requires him to be. Undue fear has inhibited him from pushing the cultural envelope as far as he could safely push it. Obama himself realizes this. That is largely why, immediately after signing the bill repealing DADT, Obama indicated that his views on same-sex marriage are “evolving.” He mentioned no religious epiphany, suggesting instead that he was struggling with the issue on account of his personal familiarity with and respect for same-sex couples.26 That, too, is likely a cover story. It seems rather obvious that the evolution of his stated position is contingent upon the evolution of public opinion. As the public more fully accepts same-sex marriage, so too will Obama.

The long exclusion of blacks from positions of power has facilitated the sentimental view that, perhaps because of their long experience with victimization, African Americans will display an enhanced sensitivity to social inequity.y Unfortunately, neither an identification with blackness nor the mere experience of suffering is sufficient to generate empathy. President Obama has rightly extolled empathy as a vital trait for a judge. It is a vital trait for anyone who seeks to deploy power humanely. It is a trait that Obama needs to internalize more fully in dealing with the status of gays and lesbians. Obama should reread the apt complaints of John Lewis and other activists when they assailed President John F. Kennedy for declining to do more on behalf of African Americans who were being cruelly wronged.z To avoid replicating his predecessors’ failings, Obama needs to do more on behalf of the just demands of gays and lesbians.

Although Obama’s standing has declined substantially among some liberal activists, it has remained high among the liberal “rank and file.” This is so because of the momentum generated by his two-year stint in the Senate, where he compiled one of the most liberal voting records of any member of that body. It is so because of the raw relief felt by many who remain grateful to him for delivering them from yet another round of Republican presidential ascendancy. Obama also continues to be held in high esteem by liberals in general because he initiated or crucially assisted with, among other things, the passage of the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act (which strengthened gender antidiscrimination legislation); the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (the economic stimulus bill); the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (the health-care reform law dubbed Obamacare by its detractors); the repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell; the emancipation of government-sponsored science from religious confinements; cessation of the most abusive practices undertaken against “terrorism” on behalf of national security; and the appointment of liberal-leaning Supreme Court justices, including the first Latino justice.

Another reason for Obama’s high standing is his singular prestige in an important constituency of American liberalism—the African-American community. In the hearts and minds of most black Americans—indeed, the overwhelming mass of African Americans—Barack Obama is the most admired person in the canon of black celebrity and accomplishment, surpassing Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. Du Bois, Jackie Robinson, Muhammad Ali, Rosa Parks, Thurgood Marshall, and even Martin Luther King, Jr. This is so not because of Obama’s policies or anything in particular that he has said or written. It is primarily because Obama climbed to the top of American electoral politics, besting along the way scores of people who were seemingly better positioned than he to win the presidency. Blacks, too, are powerfully attracted to success.

Another explanation for the African-American embrace of Obama is the perception among blacks that prejudice prompts many whites to oppose him and to seek his defeat. Opposition to antiblack racism generates protectiveness. Even blacks who vehemently disagree with Obama on important matters subordinate their misgivings out of a sense that racial loyalty demands solidarity with the nation’s first black president.

Obama’s singular standing in the black community also stems in large part from personal characteristics. He is adored for identifying as black when he could have labeled himself something other; for marrying a black woman, unlike many high-achieving African Americans who marry outside the race; for his easy familiarity with the colloquialisms and traditions of ordinary black folk; and for being a paragon of dignity and intellectuality in a culture suffused with derogatory images of brutish black masculinity. Detractors on the right have snidely claimed that Obama is an affirmative-action candidate and president. In other contexts such a dig at a black standard-bearer might have hurt the feelings of African Americans. Obama’s personal superiority to his rivals, however, has allowed blacks to scoff at the attempted denigration. What, they asked, would have been Obama’s fate had his academic record been as flamboyantly mediocre as, say, John McCain’s? Had his marital record been as spotted by infidelity? Had his political career been as tainted by malfeasance (as, for example, the Keating Five debacle)? Had his presidential judgment been as exposed by the selection of an incompetent running mate? Any of these or kindred missteps would have irremediably crippled Obama. That he managed to avoid such snares prompts blacks to exult pridefully. Obama has filled their hearts as he has shown himself to be the most well-spoken, informed, gracious, cosmopolitan, agile, and thoughtful politician on the American political landscape. Blacks love Obama for relieving them of the burden of making excuses for him.

Blacks also adore Obama because of the way in which he has advanced himself. He has declined to pull a Clarence Thomas.i He associates himself with blacks and the African-American struggle for liberation. He pays homage to the likes of John Lewis, Joseph Lowery, and Dorothy Height. He honors the sacrifices made at the Edmund Pettus Bridgeii and other sites of racial conflict, bringing them deeper into the American national narrative, placing them alongside such revered venues as Valley Forge and Gettysburg.

Obama takes care to advance the racial integration of the American narrative in ways that are acceptable to whites—or at least to a sufficient number to maintain a winning coalition. Moreover, he goes out of his way to avoid pushing what many might see as a “black” agenda. Most African Americans, however, do not hold this against him. They adopt the attitude taken by most Catholics after JFK became the first Catholic president—an attitude of patient forbearance. A cleric noted in 1962 that most Catholics were “not troubled” by Kennedy’s careful tiptoeing around “so many fragile Protestant eggs.”iii Similarly, most blacks are untroubled by Obama’s careful accommodation of white racial anxieties. Indeed, many see his diffidence on racial matters as either necessary or good or both. Some do not want Obama to pay special attention to the problems of African Americans because, like many whites, they perceive such solicitude as inconsistent with what they see as his overriding duty to serve the interests of all Americans equally regardless of race. They view a race-transcending performance on Obama’s part as a great boon to black America—a living lesson in the ability of blacks to exercise authority on behalf of the whole and without racial favoritism. Other blacks think that there would be nothing wrong in principle with Obama showing special solicitude for black Americans; after all, they do have special problems, just as the elderly or veterans or residents who live near flood-prone rivers have special problems. Many who believe this, however, recognize that it is an unpopular position, at least among whites, and hold, therefore, that as a matter of electoral strategy, Obama should avoid it.

There are blacks, of course, who take a very different tack. They fault Obama for his reticence on racial matters and his preference for “universal” as opposed to race-specific responses to social inequities, including those that especially burden racial minorities. Deriding the president, Professor Michael Eric Dyson of Georgetown University quips that Obama “runs from race like a black man runs from a cop.”27

Given Obama’s role, his ambitions, and the circumstances in which he finds himself, it would be folly for him to proceed in the fashion that some on the black left suggest—to offer the country an ongoing and contentious seminar on race. Candid race talk in front of a national audience is not good for Obama. Unless very carefully scripted, it is much more likely to exacerbate anxiety than to nourish understanding. That is why some of Obama’s most vocal right-wing enemies—Rush Limbaugh, Glenn Beck, Sean Hannity, the whole of Fox News—delight in associating him with racial controversy. It is their most effective way of blackening him.

Detractors on the black left express little concern about this problem as they castigate Obama for declining to make race talk a higher priority. Their critique reflects a bit of narcissism. It is not coincidental that some of the most prominent of those who demand that Obama converse more about race themselves talk about race professionally. They seem to want Obama not only to agree with them but to be like them. He has, however, chosen a different line of work. Instead of presiding over a classroom, he presides over a nation. I also suspect that they underestimate the constraints that politicians must accommodate if they are to be elected and reelected. Obama’s fiercest critics on the black left are used to the politics of protest. They appreciate its etiquette, strategies, and goals. They are unused to the politics of governance and appear at times to prefer a merely theoretical progressivism that is marginal and thus insulated from the contamination of strategy and compromise.

Most African Americans eschew the demanding racial politics of Obama’s detractors on the black left. Warnings that blacks had excessive expectations that would inevitably be dashed and give rise to bitter disappointment have proven to be unwarranted. Blacks have, for the most part, been remarkably savvy, patient, and loyal in terms of their relationship to the Obama administration. They appreciate that Obama must accommodate a wide range of competing demands. They expect him to do what he can, consistent with political practicalities, to push the country’s agenda in a progressive direction. But they perceive, rightly, that it will always be difficult to ascertain whether Obama is doing this—or whether he is failing to push as far as he safely could. Against this backdrop of virtually impenetrable uncertainty, they defer to Obama because they trust him.

In return for their support, most blacks insist only that Obama continue to identify as black, comport himself with dignity, and refrain from engaging in racial treason. The black electorate deeply appreciates his presence in the White House alongside his family. Critics object with exasperation, contending that blacks are too easily satisfied by the vicarious pleasure of witnessing the triumph of “one of their own”—even if he takes them for granted. There is some truth in that complaint. Socialized to expect hostility or indifference, many blacks are unduly impressed when politicians show them even minimal respect, let alone affection. For merely treating blacks as peers, Bill Clinton was fondly adopted by some African Americans as an honorary “brother.”iv A similar but still more powerful dynamic is at hand with Obama. That is largely why blacks will continue to support him almost regardless of his policies.

Is this a shallow preference for symbolism over substance? Or is this a wise attentiveness to the substance of symbolism? Some observers demote symbolism—the realm of the psychological and spiritual—to a role secondary to tangible items of political economy, such as money, positions, and policies. But time and again people of all sorts have demonstrated the transcendent importance of symbolism in their lives: the liberty to sit anywhere on a bus unhampered by a color line or the freedom to eat a hamburger at a lunch counter unburdened by caste restrictions. Most African Americans gratefully appreciate that the simple fact of a black man occupying the presidency has irrevocably transformed the United States. For one thing, as law professor David Wilkins observes, “Obama’s election, in and of itself, has changed the very idea of what is possible for every black child in America. It is one thing to say that every little boy or girl might grow up to be President of the United States. It is quite a different thing to see a black President acting on the world stage every day of the week.”v Having received so little for so long, blacks are happy to have someone in the White House with whom they can fully identify and who fully identifies with them, even if he is unwilling to advance any set of federal initiatives that could plausibly be labeled “a black agenda.”

Aware of the president’s limitations, I am yet unembarrassed to say that I admire Barack Obama. To perceive that he could actually win the White House required insight. To overtake Hillary Clinton, vanquish John McCain, and persuade a center-right country to elect a black liberal required skill and, yes, audacity. To shepherd to enactment important legislation has required perseverance. To reach the
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